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His complaints against Punjabi are that it has evolved no stage 
diction, that it is given to pastoral humour and that it is not conducive 
to any serious theatre of ideas. If this is the view of one who is counted 
among the foremost playwrights of the Punjab, it is not surprising that 
the language has remained unsophisticated all these years. For the 
failure of Punjabi is due not, as Balwant implies, to a weakness inherent 
in the language itself but to the inability of its writers to lift it to a higher 
plane. 


PLEA FOR A LIVING THEATRE 





Adya Rangacharya 


I would like to deal here with one specific question which, to me, 
is as important as urgent. By a lucky coincidence we find theatre activities 
increasing all over India. Secondly, though the efforts behind this came 
from Amateur groups. we find not a few of these groups working on a 
sounder basis, with a definite plan and a determined policy of finding 
better plays and modern techniques of production. The Ministry of 
Education has accepted a plan of giving subsistence grants to some such 
groups: a growing tendency to get good plays translated from the different 
Indian languages can be seen among some of the groups in different 
regions. But, in spite of all these efforts, aided and voluntary, we are 
‘nowhere near establishing a living Indian Theatre. There is not 
a regular season even in capital cities when a citizen can any day walk 
into a theatre and see a play. There are no theatre-houses in which 
plays could be performed all the year round. Nor is there any variety 
like an opera or a ballet or a straight play or a musical comedy from 
which a theatre-goer could make his choice. 


It is high time something is done to organize Indian Theatre. The 
longer it is delayed, the greater is the danger of the present efforts them- 
selves fading into frustration. 


How could this be done? I have some suggestions. But being a 
writer, I am afraid, I would be straightaway considered impractical. 
only hope that for the many who would Jaugh at my suggestions, at least 
a few would, may be out of pique, give them careful consideration. 


The National School of Drama has been training a dozen of two 
youngsters every year. I do not know what happens to the majority of 
them. But I do know that a handful of them have organised themselves 
into a group called Dishantar and, within just four years, have produced, 
along with original Hindi plays, plays from Bengali, Kannada and Marathi, 
in Hindi. They have given their performances not only in Delhi but 
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almost in all the capital towns. And, more important, till now they have 
not received help financially either from governments or institutions. In 
my own region, a skeleton six-week’s training course in dramatics over the 
last 8-9 years, has brought into existence 2-3 Amateur groups who work, 
irrespective of financial losses, with persistence and dedication. These 
examples make me bold to say that more than the training itself, organised 
efforts to put the learning into practice is necessary. Till now, both 
governments and institutions have confined themselves to encouraging 
only training by giving grants and scholarships. If post-training activities 
are not encouraged then most of the money spent could be considered as 
wasted. 


Let us take another example. An Amateur group desires to produce 
a play. It draws up a plan of giving performances repeatedly and also 
in a number of places. Everyone knows that in the present circumstances 
it would be just a dream. No Amateur group has resources for such an 
undertaking. There is no Professional Theatre now in India and even 
where a few commercial groups are surviving their vision is blank, their 
standard low and their one object to make profit by any means. It would 
be better to let them die if they have no survival value. 


At the same time, a substitute theatre will have to be found if Indian 
Theatre is to live. The one way, according to me, out of this imbroglio 
is to encourage deserving and dedicated Amateur troupes to reach at least 
a semi-proessional status. That is why when we come across a group 
with a production plan as above we must help it. There is no point in 
trying to do this on an ad hoc basis; that would only end, whether the 
“hoc” is fulfilled or not, by the “ad” being forgotten. The one way would 
be for the Governments and/or the academies to establish a Drama 
Finance Corporation. If such a corporation could be established for an 
industry like the film which could profit by making even bad films, it is 
all the more necessary for a living art which is better expressive of the 
life, aspirations and culture of a people. It is surprising that in spite of 
all the talk about culture and progress, nothing is being done to establish 
a national theatre in a nation which, as early as more than a thousand 
years ago, was well advanced in the science and execution of Theatre Arts. 


There is another point to remember if we are looking up only to the 
Amateur groups to bring into existence modern Indian Theatre. As we 
all know, an Amateur group is like flowing water. For obvious reasons, 
its membership is never constant. Many a time, in spite of talent and 
dedication, an Amateur group just ceases to exist because the artist 
members are transferred or get married or some such thing. Till now no 
way has been found to meet such contingencies. It is here that the 
academies and training centres could play an important part. One who 
completes his training could get registered with the State / Central Academy. 
Details of his training, his special talent, roles to which he is suited, etc., 
must be entered into the register. All that a Producing Amateur group 
should do is to approach the Academy and select the type of artist required 
for its production. This is likely to lead to two good results: one, the 
trained artists will have more and more scope for post-training practical 
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work, and two, as the theatre gets established it would attract a number 
of artists to devote themselves to the theatre as a profession. 


The fact that I have been referring to trained artists presumes that 
training in Dramatic Arts would be provided to more and more students. 
It is true that at present, apart from the National School of Drama at 
Delhi, training is given in some universities like the Ravindra Bharati 
in Calcutta or the Baroda University and so on. In addition some 
regional centres of the Natya Sangh are supposed to run training courses. 
The enthusiasm of young amateurs for training seems to have tempted 
some private institutions, even ad hoc institutions, to conduct short-term 
courses. This way neither efficient teaching nor an uniform standard 
can be assured. But more pertinent are two peculiarities of theatre. 
It is an integrated art and also it is one where language is an essential 
component. In India with its fourteen recognised languages the National 
School at Delhi, cannot adequately meet the situation. As an integrated 
art, music and dance also have a place in the learning. To run and 
maintain a well-equipped institute manned by qualified tutors is an 
expensive job. Neither grants by themselves nor the resources of any 
private institution could ensure even the bare requirements. 


The only way in which this difficulty could be solved is in inducing 
the universities which are regional by their constitution to start a Fine 
Arts Faculty in which Drama, Music and Dance are introduced both as 
degree and diploma courses. There is an additional advantage in this. 
As is recently proposed in the Bangalore University, a job-oriented 
syllabus also can be alternately provided. It is hoped that the Bangalore 
University would soon bring into effect the scheme submitted to it by a 
committee of experts (Drama). The working of the scheme could give 
an idea of its usefulness and shortcomings, if any. If the universities 
actively respond to their responsibility in establishing a National Theatre, 
Its realisation is sure to come much earlier. As in many other advanced 
countries, our theatre also would be manned, in all its departments, only 
by men and women trained for their jobs. 


I know my ideas would be dismissed as day-dreaming for one 
particular reason, if not for many others. That reason is the utter absence 
of play-houses in our country. Even in capital cities we do not have 
regular play-houses. Even the one or two built by Governments rarely 
meet the special requirements of a drama performance. Sometimes a 
theatre has a huge seating capacity ignoring the fact that drama is an 
intimate art in which nearer the distance from which one can see and 
hear the better for appreciation. Hearing the voices through a speaker 
and seeing an actor through an Opera glass is unfair even to the actor 
himself. As a rule our play-houses are hardly equipped even with basic 
requirements. No play-house in our country seems to have its own 
guides. Facilities for actors, rooms for rehearsals, etc., are unknown to 
our P.W.D. Engineers and their tribes of contractors. It is not necessary 
to speak of the situation in mofussil places. 


____ This want of theatre need not make us pessimistic; on the other hand, 
it should cheer us to do things in the right way. 


